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Demography of Honors:  
The Census of  

U.S. Honors Programs and Colleges

Richard I. Scott and Patricia J. Smith
University of Central Arkansas

Andrew J. Cognard-Black
St. Mary’s College, the Maryland Public Honors College and the  

National Collegiate Honors Council

introduction

Beginning in 2013 and spanning four research articles, we have imple-
mented an empirical analysis protocol for honors education that is 

rooted in demography (Scott; Scott and Smith; Smith and Scott “Growth”; 
Smith and Scott, “Demography”). The goal of this protocol is to describe the 
structure and distribution of the honors population, but instead of a focus on 
aggregates of students or faculty and staff, the educational institution is the 
unit of analysis. This organizational demography has answered many ques-
tions about the growth of honors throughout collegiate education over time 
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(Smith and Scott, “Growth”); documenting infrastructural and program-
matic differences between honors colleges and programs, and between those 
programs at two-year and four-year institutions (Scott); identifying the exis-
tence of all institutions offering honors education in the United States and 
how they are grouped by institutional mission and control (Scott and Smith); 
and mapping the location and regional affiliation of all honors programs and 
colleges in the United States (Smith and Scott, “Demography”).

We learned that in the first half-century of the existence of the National 
Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC), honors education expanded by 400%, 
with specific waves of growth in the 1960s and 1980s, followed by increases in 
the 2000s in the number of programs transitioning to colleges at a time when 
overall growth in honors plateaued (Smith and Scott, “Growth”). We saw that 
offering honors curricula campus-wide is now pervasive in American higher 
education, having a presence at 1,503 of the 2,500 nonprofit undergraduate 
institutions, with that presence divided into over 1,300 programs and just 
under 200 colleges (Scott and Smith). We discovered that clear patterns exist 
among honors types in NCHC: institutions with honors colleges generally 
evidence more complex infrastructure and more investment of resources 
than institutions with honors programs, and the same can be said of honors 
programs at four-year institutions compared to those at two-year institutions 
(Scott). We noticed that institutional control, i.e., private versus public con-
trol, does not distinguish honors programs, with nearly equal percentages of 
public and private institutions having programs, but it does matter for honors 
colleges, with many more located in the public sector (Scott and Smith). We 
determined that the distribution of honors programs and colleges varies by 
institutional type, with many more honors colleges in doctoral universities 
than in master’s, baccalaureate, or associate’s institutions (Scott and Smith). 
Finally, we discovered that NCHC represents nearly 60% of institutions with 
honors programs or colleges and that non-members appear to have far fewer 
resources and be more isolated from the honors community, not only nation-
ally but also regionally (Smith and Scott, “Demography”). One qualifying 
note is that a few non-members are doctoral universities with large honors 
programs; although they do not fit the overall profile of non-members, they 
are too few in number to affect the generalization.

We proposed enriching the dataset we assembled that answered the ques-
tions above by combining forces with NCHC so that we could potentially 
answer additional questions. In the spring of 2016, we shared our Integrated 
Postsecondary Educational Data System, or IPEDS (Carnegie), dataset with 

Scott, Smith, and Cognard-Black
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the NCHC office so that they could begin reaching out to the non-members 
we had identified in order to grow membership. After following NCHC’s 
data use and access permission protocol, we then jointly composed a ques-
tionnaire to conduct a census of honors programs and colleges in the United 
States. The questionnaire items are similar or identical to those used in the 
NCHC Member Survey of 2012–13 (Scott) although a few new items were 
added, including characteristics of the administrators running the honors 
academic unit, presence of a student participation fee, and employment of 
student workers.

Only one prior study (Scott) has surveyed all NCHC institutional mem-
bers regarding programmatic and infrastructural features of honors programs 
and colleges, and no prior survey of these features has included both NCHC 
members and non-members. Because we attempted to gather data from all 
institutions offering honors education for which we could find contact infor-
mation, we call this a census; it allows us to answer questions about variation 
across types of honors entities (colleges, four-year programs, and two-year 
programs) and between NCHC member institutions and non-members. We 
considered specifically (1) institutional features; (2) characteristics of hon-
ors heads; (3) characteristics of staff and faculty; (4) costs and benefits for 
students; (5) curricular features; and (6) administrative and advancement 
characteristics.

methodology

To answer our research questions, we began—with the dataset we previ-
ously developed from multiple sources—to explore the national landscape 
of honors education (for more information see Scott and Smith). The dataset 
began with the 2014 list of 4,664 institutions in IPEDs. To narrow the focus, 
we excluded institutions that did not deliver a traditional undergraduate edu-
cation at nonprofit institutions, resulting in the removal of 1,290 for-profit 
institutions, 261 graduate-only institutions, 479 institutions offering special-
focus curricula, 35 tribal institutions, and all 49 institutions located outside 
of the 50 states of the U.S. The end result was 2,550 nonprofit colleges and 
universities offering a traditional undergraduate education. The 2016 IPEDS 
dataset used the Carnegie Basic Classification that distinguishes associate’s 
colleges (two-year institutions) from four-year institutions and that fur-
ther divided the latter into baccalaureate colleges, master’s universities, and 
doctoral universities in their 2015 report. Note that the IPEDS definitional 
structure includes a branch campus of multi-campus systems only when the 
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former has its own governance unit; on rare occasions, this may mean that 
honors programs with multiple memberships in NCHC had to be classified 
as one honors program despite operating as multiple programs within one 
campus system.

We then limited our dataset to those institutions that offer honors edu-
cation in a campus-wide manner, excluding those having only departmental 
honors programs. We then searched online through the university’s website 
for the presence or absence of information on honors education at each of the 
2,550 institutions studied; when the presence of honors was detected, we fur-
ther examined whether it was institution-wide and whether it was designated 
as an honors program or college (for more information, see Scott and Smith). 
Membership in NCHC was based on its 2016 list of institutional members, 
excluding for-profit companies, organizations that provide study abroad or 
internships only, honors societies, and individual/professional members.

Once a full dataset was in place and contact information for each of the 
programs was collected, we then worked with the national office to conduct 
the NCHC 2016 Census of Honors Programs and Colleges, the primary 
source of data for this project. Fall 2014 IPEDS enrollment data (National 
Center for Education Statistics, or NCES) were merged with census survey 
responses, allowing us to examine characteristics such as Carnegie classifica-
tion, institutional control, and institution size, i.e., undergraduate full-time 
equivalent student enrollment. Census question wording and other details 
about response options, data transformations, and merged IPEDS data can 
be found in the Appendix.

The NCHC Census was administered from the National Collegiate 
Honors Council home office as an online survey using the SurveyGizmo® 
web-based application. After review and approval by the NCHC Data Use 
Policy Committee, the survey was launched on September 26, 2016, several 
weeks before the national meeting of the NCHC in Seattle. As part of the invi-
tation to participate, target participants were offered an incentive of inclusion 
in a random drawing for one of two $500 vouchers for NCHC institutional 
membership fees in the following year. Invitation emails included unique sur-
vey hyperlinks for each respondent so that response and non-response could 
be tracked. Five reminder email messages were sent out to institutions that 
had not responded by the time of each specific reminder. The reminders were 
sent on 25 October (roughly 4 weeks after launch), 11 November (7 weeks), 
30 November (9 weeks), 12 December (11 weeks), and 2 January 2017 (14 
weeks), and the survey was then closed on 16 January 2017, after approxi-
mately sixteen weeks in the field.

Scott, Smith, and Cognard-Black
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The 2016 Census was sent to the contact of record for the 849 degree-
granting NCHC institutional members as well as individuals at 186 
non-member honors programs/colleges for whom we had contact informa-
tion from the earlier phases of the demography of honors project. Of the 
1,035 representatives who received the invitation to participate in the cen-
sus, 458 gave affirmative consent of participation and submitted an online 
survey, for an overall response rate of 44.3 percent. However, member and 
non-member segments of the overall sample did not participate at the same 
rates. NCHC member institutions were almost twice as likely to participate 
in the NCHC Census. Of the 458 completed census forms, 408 were from 
NCHC member institutions (48.1 percent response rate), and 50 were from 
non-member institutions (26.9 percent response). While the 26.9 percent 
response rate for non-member institutions was considerably lower than it was 
for NCHC member institutions, it is nonetheless a reasonably good response 
rate for contemporary online surveys. Moreover, the responses within specific 
known categories of institutional character indicate that those non-member 
institutions that did respond are fairly representative of the larger group that 
received invitations.

Table 1 presents the rates of response for different categories of institution 
within the dimensions of institutional mission (i.e., Carnegie classification) 
and institutional control, and it also presents the average full-time equiva-
lent undergraduate enrollments within each of these categories. Among 
the 186 institutions in the non-member segment of the census sample, 36.0 
percent were at associate’s colleges (n = 67), 37.1 percent at baccalaureate 
colleges (n = 69), 19.9 percent at master’s colleges/universities (n = 37), 5.4 
percent at research/doctoral universities (n = 10), and 1.6 percent at special-
ized institutions (e.g., schools of engineering). Among the 50 non-members 
that ultimately responded to the Census, 32.0 percent are associate’s colleges 
(a difference of only -4 percentage points), 38.0 percent baccalaureate col-
leges (0.9 percentage points), 18.0 percent master’s colleges/universities 
(-1.9 percentage points), 10.0 percent research/doctoral universities (4.6 
percentage points), and 2.0 percent specialized institutions (0.4 percentage 
points). Responding institutions are also comparable in terms of institution 
size (measured as full-time equivalent undergraduate enrollment). The one 
exception to the general conclusion of representativeness is research/doc-
toral universities, which may be slightly overrepresented among responding 
non-member institutions, but the difference in the proportion of research/
doctoral universities among responding compared to non-responding insti-
tutions is only marginally significant (p ≤ .10). Non-member respondents are 
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also representative when considering the dimension of institutional control: 
56.5 percent of the 186 non-member sample are public institutions compared 
to the 50.0 percent of responding non-member institutions that are public.

Within the NCHC member institution segment of the 2016 Census, 
research/doctoral universities were also somewhat more likely to respond 
to the census survey. Table 2 presents a similar breakdown of the patterns 
of response for NCHC member institutions: Research/doctoral universities 
were 26 percent of responding member institutions whereas they are only 
19.5% in the larger NCHC member group, and the difference in the propor-
tion among those responding compared to those not responding is significant 
at the p ≤ .01 level. Otherwise, when we look at institutional control, size, and 
Carnegie classification, responding institutions appear to be a reasonably rep-
resentative cross-section of the larger group of NCHC member institutions. 
However, of the overall sample, it appears that honors colleges (n = 105 out 
of approximately 136 honors colleges that we believe are NCHC members; 
see Scott and Smith) were more likely to respond to the 2016 Census: the 105 
NCHC member institutions that responded to the census represent approxi-
mately 75 percent of the known honors colleges among NCHC members, 
and the remaining 303 institutional members reporting for member honors 
programs represent approximately 43 percent of NCHC member honors pro-
grams. These varying response rates mean that any overall summary statistics 
calculated from 2016 Census data would be disproportionately affected by 
the responses from NCHC members and honors colleges. For these reasons, 
it is important to examine these segments of the data separately.

results

Tables 3–8 present results for census items, first by membership status, 
then by broad Carnegie classification (distinguishing two-year from four-year 
degree institutions), and then, within the four-year group, by honors orga-
nizational structure as a college or program. Aggregate results (regardless of 
membership, Carnegie classification, or honors organization) are presented 
in the far-right column.

Table 3 describes institutional features. Honors education is most often 
delivered through a program with an honors student enrollment of more 
than 5% of the overall student body at a four-year public institution ([466.9 
/ 8,034.6] × 100 = 5.8%). Comparing NCHC members to non-members 
reveals that the latter have smaller programs (in terms of student num-
bers), are located within smaller schools, and are more likely to be at private 

Scott, Smith, and Cognard-Black
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institutions. NCHC members are more likely to be doctoral and masters’ 
universities while non-members are more likely to be baccalaureate and asso-
ciate’s colleges. For NCHC members, total undergraduate enrollments from 
four-year institutions are twice that for schools with honors colleges com-
pared to programs, and the number of honors students is nearly three times 
as large (1,023 to 385). In addition, many more honors colleges are at public 
institutions (89%) whereas a majority of four-year institutions with hon-
ors programs are private (53%). Two-year institutions have smaller honors 
enrollments among NCHC members, but honors enrollments for non-mem-
ber two-year institutions are on a par with those for non-member four-year 
institutions. Not surprisingly, all the two-year schools with honors are at pub-
lic institutions.

Table 4 shows characteristics of the honors chief academic officer. Typi-
cally, honors programs have directors and colleges have deans; however, a 
significant minority of two-year institutions instead have a coordinator or 
chair of honors regardless of NCHC member status. Honors college deans 
typically have twelve-month contracts, and nearly three-fourths have full-
time assignments. Programs rarely have full-time directors, but just over half 
of these directors have twelve-month appointments. Time assigned to hon-
ors is less for heads of honors at two-year schools, and the honors heads at 
non-NCHC members are much more likely to have less than 50% of full-time 
equivalency devoted to administering honors. Half of those running honors 
have been on the job three years or less while over a third have 4–10 years 
of experience, and 15% have been in charge of honors for 11 or more years. 
These results do not vary much by institution type, honors organization, or 
NCHC membership status.

Honors heads at four-year institutions nearly all have doctoral degrees 
compared to just over half at two-year institutions. Almost half of all honors 
heads come from the humanities, followed by the social sciences (more than 
one fourth) and STEM (one sixth); little variation is evident in the fields of 
highest degree by type of honors program/college. While nearly half (48%) 
of honors heads are women, among NCHC member institutions women 
honors heads are more concentrated at two-year institutions (73%) and less 
at four-year institutions (42%). Nine in ten of those running honors academic 
units are white. Almost six in ten honors heads teach honors courses as part 
of the duties of their position, an assignment that occurs in fewer honors col-
leges (44%) than programs (70%) among NCHC members.

For honors heads in full-time positions in honors, the 2016 Census 
added to the 2013 survey a question about salary. Wording for this item as 
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well as analytic detail about transformation of the categorical 2016 Census 
response options can be found in the Appendix. In order to calculate aver-
ages for various groupings of honors heads, we used the midpoint of each 
$5,000 income range as the single-point estimate of salary. Further estima-
tion fitting the Pareto distribution (see Hout; Ligon) to the upper end of the 
census income distribution was required for 11 respondents who indicated a 
salary in the top category of $200,000+ (all of these were at doctoral/research 
universities and were deans at honors colleges). It is possible that this estima-
tion could result in over- or under-stating salaries by some unknown degree 
of error; however, the average of $147,293 (not presented in tables) calcu-
lated from these data for doctoral/research universities is within 1% of the 
$145,707 average salary reported in 2013–14 by the College and University 
Professional Association in Higher Education (CUPA) for honors deans at 
doctorate-granting institutions. Thus, it would seem that the census item and 
the resulting data estimates represent a reasonably good approximation of the 
salaries for the population of honors heads.

While we have previously had salary data for honors deans at doctorate-
granting institutions that provide us a source of external validation for the 
census salary item, we have not had those same kinds of data more broadly for 
honors program directors at either four- or two-year institutions, and results 
in Table 4 allow us to discuss these for the first time. While too few respon-
dents among the non-member segment of the census sample provided salary 
data to report on the right panel of the table, we do have sufficient salary data 
for the member segment to estimate average salaries. Consistent with the 
previous CUPA salary figures for honors deans at doctorate-granting institu-
tions, 2016 Census data reveal that honors college heads earned an average 
of almost $152,000 in 2016–17. Not surprisingly, honors heads at four-year 
institution programs earn considerably less, on average ( = $106,607), and 
heads at two-year institution programs earn less than that ( = $92,208).

Findings in Table 5 answer questions about honors staff and faculty. 
Presence of honors staff is common, but those institutions without honors 
staff are less likely to be members of NCHC. Staffing is ubiquitous at NCHC 
member honors colleges (96%) and prevalent at NCHC member programs 
at two- (59%) and four-year (75%) institutions. The most commonly found 
staff members are honors advisors (at nearly two in three institutions among 
both NCHC members and non-members) while the next most prevalent 
are advisors for national fellowships (about a fourth) and recruiting officers 
(about a fifth). Compared to honors programs, honors colleges have more 
full-time staff members, on average, and they are also more likely to have staff 
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members who have been hired to help with development/fundraising and 
information technology.

To supplement staff, student workers are widely tapped at institutions 
for clerical or other help (over two-thirds). Student workers are found at 
nearly all honors colleges (94%) and at over two-thirds of four-year programs 
among NCHC members. Almost four in ten NCHC members at two-year 
institutions also have student workers. However, the data suggest that fewer 
non-member than NCHC member institutions have the support of student 
workers: only one-fifth of non-members have student workers.

Unlike staff, faculty rarely report to the honors head (14%), but that 
occurrence is twice as likely among NCHC members as it is for non-members 
(a difference that is not statistically significant). Having direct-report faculty 
occurs most at honors colleges (two in five), where the average is about six 
full-time and four part-time faculty members. About one in twelve honors 
colleges have tenure for honors faculty.

It is far more common to have faculty members who are not on direct-
report to the honors head but are assigned to teach honors courses (over 
two-thirds of institutions), and most of these are full-time instructors. This 
arrangement is most common at two-year institutions (four in five) and 
honors colleges at four-year institutions (nearly four in five) among NCHC 
members: overall, NCHC members are more likely to have borrowed faculty 
designated to teach honors courses (seven in ten) than are non-members (one 
in two). Honors colleges with these arrangements average 35 full-time and 7 
part-time honors faculty members, about three times more than programs 
at two-year or four-year institutions among NCHC members. Non-NCHC 
members have far fewer honors instructional resources by any measure. Fac-
ulty advisory committees are quite prevalent (87%) and similarly distributed 
across honors types among NCHC members. They are less prevalent among 
non-NCHC members (63%), especially at two-year schools (50%).

Table 6 shows that scholarships for honors students used to cover tuition 
and fees are widely available (more than two in three institutions). They 
are more common among NCHC members than non-members (70% to 
54%), and among members they are more common at colleges (86%) than 
programs at four-year institutions (60%). Scholarships to cover costs of hon-
ors housing, while not as widespread, are nonetheless offered by 44% of all 
institutions; among NCHC member institutions with honors-designated 
housing, nearly two-thirds of honors colleges award housing scholarships 
compared to less than a third of four-year programs. The same pattern of 
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differences for honors scholarships covering costs of honors housing holds 
for honors-specific scholarships that cover expenses for on-campus housing 
regardless of whether it is honors-designated housing, except that the propor-
tion of schools offering the latter scholarships is smaller for each category.

A majority (56%) of institutions have honors housing although fewer 
non-NCHC members have it (16%) compared to members (60%). Among 
NCHC member institutions, colleges are more likely to have honors hous-
ing than four-year programs (88% to 67%), with honors housing being rare 
at two-year institutions (7%). Not surprisingly, availability of living/learning 
community (LLC) programming reflects the same distributional pattern: 
honors LLCs are available at nearly 40% of institutions but rarely (11%) at 
non-NCHC member institutions, and among members they are more often 
available at colleges (70%) than four-year programs (46%). They are virtually 
nonexistent at two-year institutions (1%).

Honors academic space exists at about seven in ten institutions, but 
academic space is less often present at non-member institutions (cf. 76% to 
15%). Among NCHC members, academic space can be found at nearly all 
institutions with honors colleges (94%) and most with programs (70%). 
One in six NCHC member institutions has a free-standing honors building; 
among NCHC members honors buildings are more common for colleges 
(40%) than programs at four-year institutions (14%). There are virtually no 
two-year institutions with an honors-designated building.

Honors students’ participation fees are not common overall (7%), but 
they are more often found at NCHC member colleges (17%) compared to 
programs (5%). Those with a participation fee assess an average of nearly 
$375 a year. Colleges average $550 a year, compared to $75 per year for four-
year institution honors programs.

Table 7 presents typical curricular practices in the honors community. 
Nearly all institutions with honors education have honors courses that carry 
general education credit (95%) and honors courses that are available for 
honors students only (91%). Strong tendencies are also evident for inter-
disciplinary and research-intensive courses (over 80% each), with the latter 
more pervasive in colleges (93%) compared to four-year programs (78%) or 
two-year programs (70%). While the distribution varies, it does not differ 
much, indicating that honors course delivery follows modes of learning fea-
turing breadth and depth (see National Collegiate Honors Council, “Modes 
of Honors Learning”). Other typical honors curricular features (in over half 
of all institutions) are honors contracts (64%), departmental courses (55%), 
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and study abroad courses (55%). Practices that are quite common (40–49%) 
include thesis requirements, capstone courses, service learning, experiential 
education, and courses that combine class meetings with an online or course-
ware component. Internships expressly for honors students are less frequently 
available (20%) as are honors distance education courses (13%). Overall, 
honors courses average about 20% of the degree credits students need for 
graduation, and this percentage varies little among NCHC member institu-
tions regardless of institutional mission or honors organizational structure.

In a comparison of NCHC members to non-members in their distribu-
tion of curricular honors practices, the former are more likely to have the full 
range of practices except for service learning (both are 49%) and research-
intensive courses (80% to 85%), for which the small differences are too small 
to distinguish statistically. Among four-year member institutions, programs 
and colleges have similar curricular practices for honors contracts, separate 
honors courses, interdisciplinary courses, general education courses, and 
thesis requirements, but honors colleges are more likely to have courses in 
departments (73% to 54%), service learning (61% to 41%), study abroad 
(80% to 56%) and experiential education (62% to 50%: a difference only sig-
nificant at the .10 level); research-intensive courses (93% to 78%); internships 
for honors students (44% to 15%); and courses with an online component 
or courseware (51% to 32%) or held completely online (18% to 7%). Hon-
ors colleges also have a higher average proportion of undergraduate credit 
hours earned through honors, but the difference is not significant. Slightly 
fewer honors colleges compared to four-year honors programs have a cap-
stone course (45% to 51%) or a service requirement (32% to 39%), but these 
differences are fairly small and not statistically significant. For the most part, 
fewer two-year institutions feature all of these curricular offerings with the 
exception of service learning courses (54%), a service requirement (42%), 
and the infusion of educational technology (hybrid courses, 60%; distance 
education courses, 26%). These differences are not very significant and line 
up with prior research (Cognard-Black and Savage).

Table 8 presents findings about administrative expectations for honors 
academic units and the degree to which they participate in advancement 
efforts. Assessment, annual reports, strategic plans, and financial audits are 
found at more than half of all institutions, and more than a third of institu-
tions invite external site visitors for a periodic review of honors. All such 
practices appear far less often at non-member institutions. Among member 
institutions, these administrative expectations generally are more prevalent 
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for colleges than four-year programs and are more common for four-year than 
two-year programs. Approximately three-fourths of colleges have a strategic 
plan, produce an annual report, implement assessment, and undergo financial 
audit; nearly 45% have periodic reviews by external site visitors.

Advancement activities are less common: over one-third of all institu-
tions are expected to raise funds; under one-fifth have an advancement 
advisory council; one-fifth have an honors alumni organization; and nearly 
one-third hold periodic honors alumni programming. NCHC members are 
far more likely than non-members to do or have all of these. Among mem-
bers, the comparative percentages for colleges, four-year programs, and 
two-year programs are as follows: alumni organization (43% to 15% to 13%), 
alumni programming (63% to 29% to 12%), advisory council for fundraising 
and development (47% to 11% to 11%), and expectations to raise funds from 
external sources (75% to 26% to 23%).

discussion

From the first-ever census of institutions with honors education in the 
United States, findings bring into sharp relief a clear pattern, one that depicts 
an honors landscape similar to that found in our previous research on demog-
raphy of honors but with a wider frame that includes curricular practices and 
more characteristics of honors heads. We begin with those institutions having 
no access to NCHC’s advocacy for honors education, professional develop-
ment, and research findings to better situate honors practices. The data make 
plain that in general these programs are struggling. We found previously that 
throughout all facets of the delivery of honors education, institutions not 
aligned with NCHC on average have fewer resources and are more isolated 
from the honors community (Smith and Scott, “Demography”). The 2016 
Census extends our knowledge, showing that in a comparison of non-NCHC 
members to members, the former offer their students fewer benefits in both 
curricular and co-curricular portions of the program. Curricular variety in 
honors modes of learning is far more constricted at non-member institu-
tions, and students have few opportunities to engage in LLC programming. 
Coordinators have less time to run these programs given their other non-
honors duties. An argument could be made that non-member institutions 
experiencing these conditions could benefit from NCHC’s information and 
best practices—e.g., Definition of Honors Education, including Basic Char-
acteristics documents; Modes of Learning documents; and publications—as 
well as the professional community that NCHC provides to its member 
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institutions. Most likely, however, the vast majority of non-members do not 
have the wherewithal to sustain a membership (Scott and Smith); 30% of 
non-member institutions cited cost as the primary reason for not having an 
institutional membership (not presented in tables). Further research by the 
NCHC is warranted to discover how best to advocate for non-member pro-
grams and train their faculty and administrators.

A few non-member institutions are doctoral universities with large honors 
programs, a profile different from typical non-members. A new association, 
Honors Education at Research Universities (HERU), has been formed to 
address features of honors education unique to these institutions. The extent 
to which doctoral universities have unique features in their approach to hon-
ors education is an empirical question that remains to be answered and that 
the analysis in the present paper is not designed to address. Data from the 
NCHC 2016 Census of U.S. Honors Programs and Colleges could, however, 
be used in a future study to examine differences among doctoral, master’s, 
baccalaureate, and associate’s institutions. Findings would presumably help 
HERU and NCHC understand whether differences exist and how to target 
advocacy and professional development for honors education across these 
institutional types.

While the present study shows that NCHC members in general have 
more human, infrastructural, and financial resources and offer a wider range of 
courses, co-curricular programming, honors LLCs, and honors scholarships, 
the pattern of tendencies and variation that has been reported in previous 
demographic studies of honors holds in these census results as well (Scott; 
Smith and Scott, “Growth”; Scott and Smith; Smith and Scott, “Demog-
raphy”). Consider the central tendencies. Honors courses are frequently 
offered for general education credit as a component of a stand-alone (non-
departmental) program, where the courses tend to be interdisciplinary and 
research-intensive, with borrowed faculty and an advisory council that work 
with an honors head who has been on the job three years or less. Addition-
ally, the honors head and staff are located in an honors center, advise honors 
students, and carry out other administrative duties for the institution. These 
features are most commonly found in honors education regardless of the type 
of program or college or institution in which it is housed. The fact that these 
findings appear once again in this study suggests that the basic features of 
honors education are stable rather than an artifact of sampling bias and that 
many of NCHC’s Basic Characteristics are rooted in empirical realities.

Differences are also important, however. As we have seen before, char-
acteristics and practices differ between honors colleges and programs and, 
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among programs, between four- and two-year institutions. Honors colleges 
are larger, located at bigger institutions, especially at doctorate-granting 
universities, and they are more highly staffed by instructors and support per-
sonnel; are more likely to offer courses with high-impact pedagogies such as 
research and experiential learning; have a larger footprint on campus with 
academic and residential spaces; and function more like other academic units 
with a full range of administrative and advancement expectations. Institu-
tions that consider joining the recent trend of transitioning from a program to 
a college (Cognard-Black) should understand the infusion of resources nec-
essary to carry out the change (Smith and Scott, “Demography”).

As with central tendencies, systemic variation in honors education by 
type of honors delivery (colleges, four-year programs, and two-year pro-
grams) can now be considered a stable finding and not likely an artifact of 
sampling bias. While a more thorough study is still to be done that compares 
changes over time from the 2012–13 survey to the 2016 census, the basic 
cross-sectional description of the landscape of honors education emerging 
from each appears to be largely the same.

conclusion

The demography of honors has introduced an analysis protocol affording 
a macrosocial perspective on how honors education functions at the inter-
organizational level. Akin to a helicopter shot in filmmaking, this perspective 
flies away from the limited vantage of close-ups on students or faculty or 
courses or administrative practices and instead depicts the scene as a whole. 
Important features emerge in such a depiction, namely the institutional ten-
dencies and variation across the landscape of honors education.

The prior demography of honors studies (Scott; Smith and Scott, 
“Growth”; Scott and Smith, 2016; Smith and Scott, “Demography”) helped 
lead to the census conducted for this article, and the dataset assembled 
through the census is arguably as important as the findings thus far published. 
We know the size of the honors community and its presence in undergradu-
ate higher education in the United States, and we know how its delivery 
varies across institutional control and Carnegie classification, honors type, 
and NCHC member status, but there is much more to learn from these data.

The Appendix lists information fields available in NCHC files, and unit-
level data are now available for scholars to access via the NCHC Data Use 
Policy, which can be found on the NCHC Surveys and Summary Tables page 
of the National Collegiate Honors Council’s Research website. The following 
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is a brief and certainly not comprehensive list of research questions that these 
data can answer: (1) What significant changes have occurred in the delivery 
of honors education and in the institutional features of those offering it dur-
ing the past half-decade among NCHC member institutions (comparing any 
set of information fields from the 2012–13 survey with the 2016 Census)? 
(2) How do institutions vary by Carnegie classification in the delivery of hon-
ors education and the institutional features of those offering it (comparing 
doctoral universities to master’s universities to baccalaureate colleges to asso-
ciate’s colleges)? (3) What critical differences distinguish university-wide 
honors from departmental honors? (4) How do operations and resources 
vary by length of service of the head honors administrator? (5) What struc-
tural and operational variables correlate with persistence and graduation rates 
(tapping data from the Admissions, Retention and Completion Survey Sum-
mary Table on the National Collegiate Honors Council’s website)?

Using the IPEDS “Use the Data” page available online at the National 
Center for Education Statistics, every institutional member of NCHC should 
also be able to access its own profile and compare its features, e.g., Carnegie 
classification and institutional control, to the larger honors community or 
a sub-category of which it is a part in order to better understand and gauge 
location in the institutional landscape. We hope that such knowledge can 
aid honors administrators in their requests for sufficient support from their 
institutions.

As NCHC intensifies its mission-centric goals of advocacy and profes-
sional development, it will need a solid base of empirical knowledge. Honors 
scholarship on the practice of teaching and learning at the course level and 
student learning outcomes at the program level are critical to advance honors 
education and frame it more fully as what could arguably be called a profes-
sion of higher education in its own right. That scholarship, in turn, can and 
should be contextualized by studies of the field’s breadth across place and its 
evolution over time. We hope that data such as ours will help meet precisely 
this need.
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